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This question about the commandments which some Pharisees asked Jesus:  was it a real question, or was it really a bit of trickery masquerading as a question?  You know, a rose is a rose is always a rose, as they say, but a sentence with a question mark at the end isn’t always a real question searching for an unknown answer.  For example, there are rhetorical questions, asked but only to emphasize an answer everybody already knows.  And there are those fake questions, which really are statements disguised as questions, that covert way of expressing an opinion or perhaps making an accusation without having to stick your neck out and say what you think.  And then, there are trick questions, with sly and dangerous edges, carefully crafted to manipulate someone into saying something which later can be used as ammunition against him or her.

The gospel writers provide numerous stories in which somebody, often a Pharisee, is asking Jesus a trick question.  But in this morning’s story, was the Pharisees’ question one more attempt at trickery, or a real question?  It’s possible, I think, that their question was pretty much a real question, because at that moment the Pharisees were probably learning toward Jesus, maybe even liking Jesus, way more open to Jesus than they usually were.  Why?

Well, Jesus had refuted and silenced the Sadducees, a refutation which would have prompted great glee in the Pharisees – Yea, Jesus!  See, while the New Testament stories often lump the Pharisees and the Sadducees together, they certainly did not lump themselves together.  Oh, they were together within the genre of religious leadership, and they were together in their suspicion of and antipathy toward Jesus of Nazareth.  But there was intense antagonism and animosity most of the time between the two groups.  And, were you and I forced to choose the group with whom to align ourselves, either the Pharisees or the Sadducees, most of us would place ourselves in the Pharisees’ camp.

Whoa; that’s hard to imagine, isn’t it, we Madison Square Presbyterians aligned with the Pharisees?  After all, they’re usually characterized as rigid religious legalists, who placed law way above grace and mercy and compassion.  Surely we wouldn’t be comfortable within the camp of those hard-nosed, closed-minded Pharisees.  Thing is, we’d be worse off with the Sadducees.

We’d be downright miserable with the Sadducees because, when it came to rigid religious legalism, the Sadducees made the Pharisees look like wimps.  You see, while the Pharisees were staunch upholders of the sacred law contained in Torah, they were much more reasonable about it than were the Sadducees.

The Pharisees were open-minded enough to see leeway, breathing room, for legalities to be interpreted in more than one way.  It wasn’t that the Pharisees sought ways to bend the rules.  No; they sought to understand the nuances of the rules, which would allow them to apply the rules appropriately in their own time.  What they said went something like this:  “The world has changed since the time of Moses.  Therefore, the laws need to be interpreted prayerfully, thoughtfully, reasonably to address our modern day learnings and changed circumstances.”

Sound familiar?  Of course; today’s prayerfully thoughtful and reasonable Christians posit pretty much the same thing.  The scriptures, which are set in ancient cultures, have to be interpreted to address the issues and circumstances of our own time.  But the Sadducees definitely did not agree.  The Pharisees’ claim, that the holy scriptures were open to fresh interpretation, infuriated the Sadducees, engendered in them a rage big enough to break blood vessels.

“No!” they shouted.  “The Torah needs no interpretation.  Any veering from the sacred text as written, any veering from the exact words, is blasphemy.  An eye for an eye means an eye for an eye.  You alter any part of the Torah, you view any word as less than divine truth, you might as well throw the whole Torah in the garbage.”

Sound familiar?  Of course; the Sadducees were the biblical literalists of their day, and Jesus stood up to them, got right in the Sadducees’ faces, spoke against the biblical literalists, an event which would have led the Pharisees to look at Jesus a bit differently.  Maybe Jesus was an okay guy, after all; maybe they should give him the benefit of the doubt; maybe a test could settle their doubts.  This time, it seems, they weren’t out to trick him, but to test him, asking him the kind of question you might find on a final exam, the professor already knowing the correct answer, the question designed to ascertain whether or not you know what you’re supposed to know.  Matthew the gospel writer says that this time the Pharisees asked Jesus a question to test him.  “Teacher,” they said – note the title of respect – “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?”

But – oh those Pharisees – they just couldn’t quite pull it off, couldn’t quite manage to steer completely away from trickery.  The question did contain that sly and potentially dangerous edge.

Remember, the Ten Commandments were together one whole, the individual commandments not to be separated or ranked in a hierarchy of importance.  To be sure, the first commandment was of emphatic importance:  “I am the Lord your God…you shall have no other gods before me.”  But the other nine commandments were of no lesser importance.

They were of equally great importance because they were of the same fabric as the first commandment, imbued with its importance.  The other nine “fleshed out” the first commandment, what it meant to believe in, and honor, and worship the one God, not just in cultic rituals, not just on the Sabbath, but also in the nitty gritty of everyday living.  The Ten Commandments form together the who, what and how, the ethic of faithful worship and moral living.

So, the question asked by these Pharisees, probably it was mostly a real question, a real search for information about the character, the intelligence, and the orthodoxy of Jesus.  The underbelly of the question, though, contained that slyness of trickery.  But Jesus sidestepped the trick by saying, “The first is the greatest, but the second is like unto it,” in other words, equally important.

Wait a minute, though – there were ten commandments, not just two.  Correct, but the ten fall into two categories, the one category about the relationship between God and humans, the other about human to human relationships, the one category of greatest importance, but paradoxically, the superlative also applies to the second category.  Jesus made it clear that what we do with our fellow human beings on ordinary week days is as important as what we do in times set aside for worship and prayer.  In other words, that division we sometimes assume, between sacred and secular, doesn’t exist.

Okay, but what about the “shall nots” – Jesus didn’t mention them; was he loosening up the prohibitions?  Certainly not; he simply flipped over the prohibited negatives, allowing us to see the positive behavior to which the negatives pointed, the neighborliness which was the implicit intention of the law all along.

But Jesus didn’t provide a new list of “shalls,” a list of specific good behaviors named one by one.  He did something much, much bigger.  He added to the commandments one word, just this one little word, but that word was to be both the definition of every good behavior and our guide into goodness.  The word, of course, was “love.”

Now, in the original version of the Ten Commandments, the word “love” was included, used to describe the right stance of faithful people toward God.  It’s in the third commandment; we are to love God and keep the commandments.  But the word “love” was not used in the commandments about human to human relationships.  Adding that word, Jesus made a huge change in the sacred law, transforming the human to human commandments from something to be lived dutifully into something to be lived heartfully.  And the ramification of that change is enormous.

See, had Jesus not made that change, you could, for example, go out to serve as a volunteer with a benevolent agency, helping the poor, doing your faithful duty outwardly, but all the while inwardly looking down on the poor, considering them nothing but lazy bums.  A very bad attitude, to say the least, but still, you’d have done your duty; you’d have satisfied the letter of the law.  But, after the change Jesus made, no longer could you justify that bad attitude.  In fact, if you persisted in it, you’d be consciously violating the intention of the law and thereby breaking the commandments.  Jesus made it crystal clear that duty without heart was unacceptable.

So, what do you think – would the Sadducees have been pleased with the way Jesus answered the question?  No; they’d have condemned his veering away from the exact words on the scroll as blasphemous.  Would the Pharisees have been pleased with Jesus’ answer?  Not completely because, while the act of interpreting wouldn’t have bothered them, the result of that interpretation made the living of the Ten Commandments even more difficult, not just a matter of duty but now a matter of the heart.  Certainly it would have given the Pharisees something to think about.  And, as for us, I guess that Jesus’ interpretation of the Ten Commandments gives us something to think about, too.

I guess we’d be wise to ask ourselves some questions, some real questions about our own living, about what it means for us to live authentically, faithful to God, and faithful to each other.  I guess we’d be wise to examine our own living, our own faces reflected in the mirror Jesus holds before us, saying, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind,” and “you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
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